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Introduction
The debate about the role of religion in modern political societies has taken an everincreasing importance in the last decades. In recent times the thesis of secularization as a character of modernity, unreservedly accepted far from the Enlightenment, has proven to be at least inadequate, facing the existence of religious dynamics that often have significant political implications, and political claims with evident religious foundations (Norris, Inglehart, 2004, pp. 3-32) .
The worldwide occurrence of terroristic attacks, wars of religion, the intensification of fundamentalisms, the new rise of nationalism and xenophobia, have put social scientists forehead to the need to investigate the revival of religious beliefs as a phenomenon of deep urgency and topicality. Among the various aspects worthy of being analyzed, it is legitimate to focus deeply on the role of apocalyptic symbolism and its exploitation by political actors: the hypothesis is that it has a persisting -and mostly underestimatedinfluence on the contemporary political conjuncture. ISSN 1659-3316 La Revista Estudios es editada por la Universidad de Costa Rica y se distribuye bajo una Licencia Creative Commons Atribución-NoComercial-CompartirIgual 3.0 Costa Rica. Para más información envíe un mensaje a revistaestudios.eeg@ucr.ac.cr.
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Over the course of the twentieth century, many studies have already highlighted the existence of a mythical-symbolic complex bound to eschatological expectations, that stems from Jewish and Christian apocalypticism and continue into modern times, decisively affecting the political course of modern Western history. The classical case studies focus on the reception of millennialist themes by the movements of the Middle Ages and Reformation, as well as by the advocates of great Revolutions of the Late Eighteenth Century. Equally well-known are the studies that investigated the eschatological implications of the National Socialist, Positivist and Communist ideology.
Particularly influential was the thesis developed by the German scholar Eric Voegelin in
The Political Religions (1938) and later in The New Science of Politics (1952) . Voegelin identified a path of secularization of the apocalyptic expectations, began with the transfer of the Christian theology of history in the immanent sphere and culminating in the construction of modern totalitarian regimes: an assumption subsequently taken over by many scholars. Voegelin's theory contemplates, on the one hand, a process of secularization, which accompanies the devaluation of the sacred contents of the apocalyptic symbol; on the other hand, a movement in the opposite direction, coinciding with the re-divinization of the world, through the attribution of religious contents to secular phenomena, such as politics.
Taking into account the acquisitions shared by the scientific community, and updating them according to the most recent data, this research aims at identifying the main apocalyptic trends operating in the contemporary politics.
The first part of the essay focuses on the origins of political apocalypticism in the Abrahamic religions and illustrates the processes of symbolic transference of the eschatological beliefs in Western history. The second part exposes three study cases (USA, Iran, and Islamic State) highlighting three major tendencies: the assignment of an eschatological destiny to political subjects, the attribution of messianic features to the figures of charismatic leaders, and use of apocalyptic symbols and prophecies in the political propaganda.
General characters

Political features of Apocalypse in Abrahamic religions
The Greek term "apokalypsis" namely means "unveiling" or "revelation". The word was used to identify the last book of the New Testament, containing the divine revelation about the "things that are going to happen", received from John of Patmos and formulated as a letter to the Seven Churches of Asia Minor. The Revelation of John warns that "the time is near" and exhorts the believers to endure the tribulations and to keep the faith until God's intervention will be accomplished. The divine will is gradually revealed at the opening of the Seven Seals in an escalation of catastrophic signs, appearances of angelic and monstrous figures, and finally comes to the chaining of Satan who will be thrown into the Abyss where he will remain for a thousand years; only then shall the heavenly Jerusalem descend from heaven and become the glorious abode of God and his people.
Although the term "apocalypse" has Greek origins and is rooted in the Christian environment, various characters of the apocalyptic thought are pre-existent to the term itself, and witnessed since the Neolithic cultures, in connection with the cults of death and the beliefs about the cyclical destruction and regeneration of the world (De Martino, 1977) .
The core of apocalyptic thought assumes its political connotations only within Abrahamic religions, when the catastrophic end of the world is transferred in an imminent moment and starts being defined as a divine decision over the course of history. Despite an univocal definition has not yet been shared by all scholars, the nucleus of apocalyptic thought can be resumed in the idea of a "divinely-determined-sense of history" and the model of "crisisjudgment-vindication for the coming End" (McGinn, 1984, pp. 10-11 implies an ethical choice) and the belief in the judgment of souls after death. The acceptance of these principles constituted the premise for the development of the Western apocalyptic thought (McGinn, 1984, p. 10) .
In 538 BC the edict of Cyrus II ended the Babylonian captivity, and the Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the destroyed Temple. The first messianic expectations linked to the dream of a monarchic restoration converged on the figure of Zerubbabel, leader of the Jews in their exodus from Babylon to Judea and, according to the prophecies, descendant of King David from a royal ancestry (Rose, 2000) . The final passage from prophecy to apocalyptic took place some centuries later, during the socalled inter-testamentary period: ever since, the political dimension in biblical literature became more and more evident (Charles, 1945) .
In the Book of Daniel, composed around 164 BC but set in the era of Babylonian attributed the text to a different value, seeing in the fourth kingdom the Roman Empire (Grabbe, 2001, pp. 229-246) .
In the following centuries, the myth of Rome became part of the millennial expectations with ever greater strength. In the Revelation of John, Rome is portrayed as the Babylonian prostitute, the incarnation of the vices and wickedness of the worldly kingdoms and opposed to the holy city of Jerusalem, the image of the Kingdom of God and the symbolic centre of the renewal of the world. Even in the visions of the subsequent Jewish apocalypses of Esdra and Baruch, Rome is destined to be annihilated before the In turn, even the Roman Empire was creating its own political myth, assuming a salvific mission in the incarnation of the katechon, the only power capable of retaining the advent of the Antichrist, preventing the disintegration of chaos and the triumph of the saeculum Christ, Rex, Imperator, Pantocrator, sovereign of heaven and earth, principle and image of universal royalty (Peterson, 1951, pp. 151-164) .
Thus, in the first centuries, the apocalyptic idea of the final reign took on a double nuance:
the religious-messianic one, bound to the expectation in the return of Jesus Christ, and the political-imperialist one, linked to the power of Rome. These two nuances did not really fail to overlap and confuse, making the complex relationship between apocalyptic expectancies and worldly power never exhausted.
In the development of the apocalyptic myth of the last empire, it was highly relevant the conveying the apocalyptic expectations over Francis of Assisi and Federico II. It was, in particular, the latter to incarnate the medieval idea of the empire as an instrument of divine providence: even after his death, his myth continued to proliferate: the prophecies saw him defeat the Antichrist in the final battle and deposit the imperial insignia on the Golgotha, returning them to Christ, the only legitimate possessor (Garcίa-Pelayo, 1980, pp. 79-80) .
The figure of the Emperor, thus, fulfilled the eschatological task of leading his people towards a new time and a new world.
Similar issues also occur in Islamic eschatology. In the Qur'an are described the countless signs that predict the coming of the end times, the cataclysms that will fall on earth on the day of judgment, and the resurrection of the souls destined to the Paradise. However, it is not in the Qur'an, but in some hadith ( The two main currents of Islamism have a different attitude towards the figure of the Mahdi: the Sunnis believe it must still be born, while the Shiites associate the belief in the Mahdi with the doctrine of the Occultation and believe that the Mahdi is already present on the Earth, living hidden in the expectation of being revealed. Most Shiites also belong to the current of the Duodecimans or "Twelvers", the disciples of the twelve Imams, and identify the Mahdi with the Twelfth or Last Imam (Cook, 2002, pp. 189-229) . Despite the figure of the Twelfth Imam possessing a highly spiritual character, the belief in its coming has assumed a strong political connotation: this expectation deprives legitimacy of any existing worldly government, reducing it to a temporary substitute for the true holder of universal power, and charging the present moment of a strong apocalyptic tension. 
Apocalyptic Symbolism and Western History: Interpretative Lines
The transference of the apocalyptic expectations from their original religious context into the secular world is a process long, complex and impossible to summarize. However, it is possible to point out some of the most meaningful interpretive lines which, until now, allowed affording the analysis of this topic.
One of the best-known interpretations of the political nature and the social effects of the apocalyptic symbolism is the one proposed by Eric Voegelin. Voegelin's theory on apocalypse is rather complex, and has developed into successive phases throughout his career: here, therefore, we will consider some excerpts, related to the first phase of his intellectual path, which had the major influence on subsequent studies about the relationship between religion and politics.
In the 1938s essay The Political Religions, aimed at investigating the historical causes that 
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complete immanence and the Paradise with a class-less and state-less society" (Pellicani, 1995, p. I) .
Although the list of such studies is not exhaustive, it is worth also mentioning, because of In the first case, therefore, there will be a supernatural intervention: this is the religious form of myth. In the second case, we have, instead, the secularized version of the myth, for which the transformation will take place regardless of the involvement of a supernatural force (Garcίa-Pelayo, 1980, p. 67) .
In both cases, the final kingdom owns three main features:
1-It will be established "at the end of times", after a catastrophic event or a final fight.
2-In the final struggle there will be a leader, identified with the Savior, or in other versions, with the Last Emperor.
3 -The final kingdom will have an ecumenical character, as it will involve all people of the earth (Garcίa-Pelayo, 1980, pp. 67-68).
In the following part of this article, it will be examined how this myth, or some of its part, still works nowadays.
Study Cases
The Final Kingdom: the USA Case
The first apocalyptic trend that will be examined is the manifestation of the idea of the end time kingdom. This type of political myth is common to all political entities that have expressed imperialist ambitions throughout history. As we have seen, the idea of empire is intrinsically linked to the idea of apocalypse, as it implicates:
-the manifestation of a divine will;
-the fulfillment of a decisive/final event in history;
-the expression of a universal and "ecumenical" power.
In the Western world, there is some reticence in the use of the term "empire" in reference to contemporary political entities, at least since the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Nowadays, the very idea of empire brings with it a strongly negative meaning, opposed to the principles of democracy and national sovereignty.
Among the studies dealing with imperialist symbolism, could be useful to mention the contribution of Le religioni della politica, by the Italian scholar Emilio Gentile, which echoes -beyond the title -several assumptions already expressed by Voegelin. The introduction, in particular, takes up a famous debate raised by Robert Bellah in 1967 about the United States civil religion. The most interesting insights concern the definition of the US civil religion as a form of sacralization of politics and the detection of the religious symbols transferred in the political dimension. 
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Constitution), the Prophets (Pilgrim Fathers), the Messiah (George Washington), the Martyrs (Abraham Lincoln, John Fitzgerald Kennedy), the sacred places (Washington Monument, Lincoln Memorial, Arlington National Cemetery), the sermons, the liturgies, and the sacred days (Gentile, 2007, p. VI) .
According to Gentile, the civil religion of the United States constitutes a form of sacralization of politics very different from the ancient forms of sacralization of political power and from the modern (totalitarian) political religions. Its main indicators are:
1 -the independence of the political dimension from the religious one;
2 -the character of sacredness assumed by the political dimension;
3 -the prerogative of defining the meaning of human existence claimed by politics;
4 -the dependence of the fate of individuals and the community from the subordination to a supreme entity;
5the self-attribution by the State of an apocalyptic mission: the nation is considered elected by God to pursue a saving mandate for the benefit of all mankind. (Gentile, 2007, pp. VI).
In the last point, the use of apocalyptic symbology by the United States is clearly revealed, so that the argument does not need any other explanation.
The issue of US imperialism has become relevant in recent decades with regard to foreign policy undertaken by the United States, becoming an act of accusation especially after the Gulf War of 2003: whether at the time of the Vietnam War, or the intervention in the Persian Gulf, the critical positions against the United States were limited to disagreement with its governmental actions, after the invasion of Iraq the feeling of disapproval became an anti-imperialist impetus, which awakened epochal questions about the nature of power and imperial sovereignty (Münkler, 2008, p. vii) . In spite of a subsequent overturn by
Obama's policy and the bitter awareness of new economic limits, the US case shows that the messianic myth of the universal empire, advocating defence against chaos and tyranny, has never ceased to exist.
La Revista Estudios es editada por la Universidad de Costa Rica y se distribuye bajo una Licencia Creative Commons Atribución-NoComercial-CompartirIgual 3.0 Costa Rica. Para más información envíe un mensaje a revistaestudios.eeg@ucr.ac.cr.
13
Messianic Expectations: the Iran Case
The second apocalyptic trend that will be taken in consideration is constituted by the presence, within contemporary politics, of eschatological expectancies aimed at the return of a messianic figure.
The theme obviously lends itself to many declinations, so much so that it could be applied successfully to almost all political leaders. Indeed, to a different extent, to the representatives of the various political formations are often attributed (or self-attributed) the characters of the messianic warlord, destined to lead the people to a symbolic revolution and to a promised "new world". The phenomenon, singularly, was not promoted by Khomeini's successor, Alì Khamenei:
the Supreme Leader, while supporting the belief in the doctrine of Hidden Imam, never made the Mahdi the centrepiece of his public discourse, and never made it clear that the return of the Mahdi would be considered imminent. The apocalyptic prophecy, substantially, remained a marginal aspect of religion, which never assumed revolutionary shades and never influenced significantly the daily lives of believers (Kalaji, 2008, p. 3) .
The President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, on the contrary, while pursuing a political-religious line distant and less conservative than that of Khamenei, played the major role in the emergence of apocalyptic tendencies. Ahmadinejad is recognized as a controversial figure, known for his populist politics aimed at the redistribution of wealth but also for his anti-Zionist and anti-American positions. International concern over his presidency was also raised by his support to the nuclear program.
Ahmadinejad's presidency has been marked, since its inception, by the faith in the imminent return of the Mahdi: the political reach of this belief, always present in his public talks, is substantial. The wait for the Mahdi causes a dramatic vortex of instability, as present time is perceived as a chaotic moment, and is filled with revolutionary expectations. In addition, this expectation is also reflected in the devaluation of the role of religious actors, since every religious guide (including the Supreme Leader) should be considered only as a temporary replacement of the Last Imam.
Kalaji also points out how Ahmadinejad exploited the belief in the Mahdi to support rivalry against Israel: the expectation of the last Imam had been brought to a "countdown for the fall of Zionist regime". Another example of "an arbitrary use of apocalyptic traditions for political purposes" (Kalaji, 2008, p. 36) .
The most controversial issue is the one related to the nuclear program. Ahmadinejad relied on various institutes and academies that promoted a new scientific course for Iran. One of the crucial points is precisely the vital role that these organizations attribute to technology to foster the expected return of Imam and the question if the nuclear program could be included in this project. Clearly, there is no tradition attesting this belief: "Shiite apocalyptic literature explicitly says that the only human action that can speed up the Hidden Imam's reappearance is payer and obedience" (Kalaji, 2008, p. 38 ).
Kalaji's analysis reveals that Khamenei's religious doctrine has not reached Ahmadinejad's apocalyptic drifts for a variety of reasons: the distance from revolutionary and imperialist ideologies, the dialogue with various power groups, and, ultimately, the refusal to fulfill "his dreams ambitions at the price of chaos" (Kalaji, 2008, p. VIII-IX) . Chaos, indeed, is the necessary condition for the re-appearance of the Last Imam.
These considerations offer a significant contribution to the comprehension and the study of the relationship between apocalyptic tendencies and contemporary politics, demonstrating, once again, that the emergence of apocalyptic trends is intrinsically connected with the themes of messianic expectations and imperialist dominion.
Apocalyptic Prophecies: the Islamic State Case
The third and last apocalyptic trend that will be examined concerns the explicit use of apocalyptic prophecies in political propaganda: the instance here considered is the case of the Each issue of the magazine brings in the quotation of Dabiq's prophecy in the version pronounced by the first jihadist leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi:
"The spark has been lit here in Iraq, and its heat will continue to intensifyby Allah permission -until it burns the crusader armies in Dabiq".
A slogan and a statement of intent. The quote is also accompanied by its explanation:
"According to the hadith, the area will play a historical role in the battles leading up to the conquests of Constantinople, then Rome." "O muwahhidin, rejoice, for by Allah, we will not rest from our jihad except beneath the olive trees of Rumiyah (Rome)."
The back page of the same issue, under a full illustration of an olive tree, features a hadith which reminds again the enduring power of Rome, destined to be destroyed last: 
Conclusions
To summarize what has been since here noted, apocalyptic trends are detectable in the following cases:
1 -politics that takes advantage of the idea of the ultimate realm of peace and justice, ecumenical, total, destined to reign over all the nations of the world. The establishment of this kingdom is pursued with all available means (economy, communication, technology, war, etc.).
2 -politics that exploit the expectation for the return of a messianic figure with the characters of the Savior or of the Emperor of the final times, which can be a spiritual guide or a political or religious leader, to whom is attributed a role of universal command.
3politics that manifestly use apocalyptic prophecies by including them in their goals and propaganda.
The results of this inquiry, far from exhaustive, can be resumed in two statements. First, the analysis of religious symbols is an unavoidable mean in the attempt to understanding political dynamics. Second, the influence of apocalyptic thought is still ongoing in the contemporary world and has a strong influence on political actions and military operations.
Definitely, since it is impossible to completely isolate the religious sphere from that political, it is desirable at least to recognize the dangerous drifts of this relationship.
According to many scholars who dealt with this topic -and to the present state of facts -it is legitimate to observe that the attempt to exploit the apocalyptic tension in politics is destined to a tragic outcome: war and oppression are the only ascertained results of the project of men who, feeling entrusted with a divine mission, search for a "perfect ending", that, fortunately, has not yet arrived.
